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THE SOURCES OF THE JORDAN RIVER. 



By J. L. Lee per, D.D., 

Fort Wayne, Ind. 

(Illustrated with photographs by the author.) 



The Jordan river is unique in nature and in history. Other 
planets may have a river like unto that of the Land of Promise, 
but not other countries. Its highest source is above the clouds, 
amid the peaks of Lebanon ; its farthest destination is deep 
beneath the ocean. Its only outlet is the heavens. Least beauti- 
ful and least useful perhaps of all rivers, there is none the world 
will go so far to see. Curiosity or holy thought brings annually 
to its banks Moslem, Jew, and gentile; and the Christian sees 
in it the symbol of the limit of his pilgrim-fellowship, and in its 
passage the way into the elysium of the blessed. 

There is no stream on earth whose glory has so com- 
pletely departed. Once the arable lands skirting this colos- 
sal ditch bloomed and blossomed as the rose. Now they are a 
waste, howling wilderness. Prosperous towns and cities have 
been supplanted by wretched villages of mud-huts and the tents 
of the roving Bedouin. Then a teeming population, inhabiting 
this mighty trench, kept guard over its fertility and productive- 
ness ; now the only sentinels are the ruined castles which crown 
the highlands. 

From whatever part of Palestine one turns his eyes north- 
ward a lofty, conical peak terminates his view. From the plain 
of Sharon, from the shores of the Dead Sea, from the mountains 
of Galilee, and from the heights of Gilead that pale-blue, snow- 
streaked cone forms the one feature of the northern horizon. 
It is Hermon, in which the Anti-Lebanon range reaches its 
highest elevation of nine thousand feet above the sea level. 
From the plain, eight thousand feet below the summit, within 
the amphitheater formed by the two ranges running southward 
into which Hermon splits, the Jordan river takes its rise. 
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There are three streams which contest the honor of being 
considered the source of the Jordan, viz.: the Leddan, the 
Banias, and the Hasbany. Each possesses its superlative fea- 
ture to boast of: the Leddan is much the largest; the Hasbany 
is by far the longest ; but the Banias is the most beautiful. We 
will consider them in the 
order of their historical 
importance. 

The Leddan bursts up 
from the very bosom of 
the plain, and sends forth 
at once a wide, crystal 
river, with force enough 
to turn a mile of mills, 
and is said to be the most 
copious fountain in the 
world. It is surrounded 
with a jungle of fig 
trees, reeds, and strong- 
est creepers, which 
McGregor describes as 
" impenetrable to man," 
44 defying all efforts to enter its retreats," and filled with 
the wild beasts which inhabit the jungle of the Jordan. This 
was a challenge to attack it. Several efforts were made with- 
out success, but with the aid of the club of a wandering 
Bedouin, who had sat down where we were taking luncheon, 
for half an hour I waged war with the break, wading through 
water, clambering over ruins, till at last I stood by the very 
birthplace of that mysterious, life-giving river, where I fancy 
no human foot has been planted for ages. Reaching my arm 
over the brink, from my hand I drank copiously of the crystal 
waters. I bathed my brow in the sacred stream which bap- 
tized the Son of God. I planted my camera upon the verge, 
to catch its first burst from the unfathomable depths beneath, as 
seen in the accompanying illustration. But, alas ! such scenes 
refuse to be taken captive. The deafening roar within the 
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impenetrable jungle, the reeds, the creepers, the possible appear- 
ance of a wild beast, are not there. 

On the east side of the fountain is a mound with a crater- 
like summit, but probably of artificial formation. It is about 
nine hundred feet long and seven hundred and fifty feet wide. 
The Arabic name is Tell-el-Kadi ; and since Kadi in Arabic and 
Dan in Hebrew have the same meaning, " judge," there seems 
to be no doubt that the town of Dan once stood here. The 
Danites captured it and the surrounding country from the 
Phoenicians, who called their city Laish. Being overcrowded in 
the territory originally assigned to them, and annoyed by the 
repeated invasions of the Philistines from the neighboring plain, 
they sent spies northward to seek a location for a colony. They 
came upon this well-watered region, and reported: "We have 
seen the land, and behold, it is very good .... be not slothful 
to go and to enter to possess the land. When ye go ye shall 
come upon a people secure, and to a large land ; .... a place 
where there is no want of anything that is in the earth " (Judges, 
chaps. 17 and 18). 

Accordingly six hundred Danites set out to make the conquest. 
They found them " dwelling secure" in this secluded valley, sepa- 
rated from the mother-colony at Zidon, and therefore from help, 
by the Lebanon ranges. They conquered the city and slew the 
inhabitants. They set up an irregular priesthood, and the 
graven image which they had stolen from Micah by the way. 
They built a city which they called Dan, " after the name of Dan 
their father." This conquest marked the limits of the Holy 
Land upon the north ; hence the defining phrase " from Dan to 
Beersheba." 

The spot is suggestive of many memories. It w T as here that 
Jeroboam set up one of the golden calves, the reputed spot of 
the temple being upon the northwest corner of the mound. 
Here, too, the Father of the Faithful stole in upon the con- 
federate kings, carousing around this fountain, who had sacked 
Sodom, and recovered Lot with his family. 

From the source of the Leddan our way led north and east. 
The setting sun wrapped Hermon in a canopy of purple, crimson, 
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gorgeous clouds, and golden beams shot forth from its glittering 
heights. We were now traversing the battlefield where two 
centuries before Christ a large part of the army of Scopas was 
destroyed by Antiochus the Great, a battle memorable in the 
annals of Palestine because in it elephants were extensively used. 
Our winding path led 
through a forest of oaks, 
over mossy, park-like ver- 
dure, and presently by rip- 
pling waters and over hum- 
ming runlets underground. 
Soon rills became rivulets, 
and rivulets rushing tor- 
rents, spanned by bridges, 
broken by cascades, over- 
hung by blooming olean- 
ders and tall poplars, skirted 
by ruins, ancient and mod- 
ern, the huts of the present 
and the palaces and castles 
of former generations, sug- 
gesting a ''Syrian Tivoli." 
source of the Jordan river. 




FORTIFIED BRIDGE AT BANIAS 



This was Banias, the easternmost 
It is just beyond the limits of 
Holy Ground, being about an hour from Tell-el-Kadi. For 
beauty of situation it is not equaled in Palestine, and for a 
tangled web of associations it is scarcely equaled in history, 
having been in turn sacred alike to Baalite, Jew, Greek, Roman, 
and Moslem. 

According to Robinson and Schwartz, it is the Baal-gad of 
Scripture. However that may be, Balinas, its most ancient 
name, commemorates the worship of Baal here ten or fifteen 
centuries before the Greeks ever heard of the place. When they 
came, the ancient shrine of Baal was replaced by that of the 
Greek god Pan, and they called the place Paneas. The Romans 
called it Caesarea Philippi in honor of the emperor and governor 
by which it is known in the New Testament. For a short time 
it enjoyed the name Neroneas in honor of the monster Nero. 
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But the foreign names have fallen into disuse, and Paneas sur- 
vives in Banias, as the Arabs have no letter/. 

We found our tents pitched amid a fine grove of olives and 
upon the table-rock above the vale below. After sipping tea 
we started out to explore. Within a stone's throw of our 
encampment we found the source of the rushing waters. The 
head of all is a limestone cliff, eighty feet in height, discolored 
by the iron water which seeps through it. In the face of 
the cliff is a deep cavern, to the right of which are carved 
niches, the remnants of a rock-cut temple, which, though now 
empty, speak of images and idol-worship. Over one is the 
inscription Havi re kcli NvfAcjxiis, dedicating the sanctuary to Pan 
and the nymphs. One recess is adorned with an arched and 
fluted roof, while several tablets with mutilated inscriptions 
appear in another. To the left (the right in the illustration) 
of the cavern and on the summit of the cliff is a Mohammedan 
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shrine to the mysterious saint Sheikh Khudr, or St. George, 
which stands, it is claimed, over the substructure of the white- 
marble temple which Herod the Great erected to the memory 
of Augustus. Concerning this grotto, sanctuary, and temple 
Josephus says : 

So Caesar bestowed his country from Herod; it . . . . contained Paneas 
and the country round about .... So when he had conducted Caesar to the 
sea, and was returned home, he built him a most beautiful temple of the 




A NICHE IN THE TEMPLE OF PAN 



whitest stone .... near the place called Panium. This is a very fine cave 
in the mountain, under which there is a great cavity in the earth, and the 
cavern is abrupt and prodigiously deep, and full of still water ; over it hangs 
a vast mountain, and under the caverns arise the springs of the Jordan. 
Herod adorned this place, which was already a very remarkable one, still 
further by the erection of this temple, which was dedicated to Caesar. 

At the base of the cliff is a huge mass of debris, formed by 
masses of fallen rock, and doubtless also of portions of these 
temples, which excavation will alone reveal. The cave is still 
there, and was well filled with water. The stream may once have 
flowed directly from the cavern, but now it percolates through 
the debris a copious flood of sparkling water, and gathers in a 
reservoir below, reminding one of the river Rhone flowing out 
from under the glacier by that name. Thence it dashes off in 
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babbling brook and swirling torrents, making the very air musical 
with the laughter of the waters, and converting into fairyland the 
tropical vale resonant with the notes of birds and sweet with 
the odor of flowers. We do not wonder that the gods of the 
woods and streams found here a congenial dwelling-place. 

Strolling down the valley, we found that Banias, like other 
Turkish towns, was little the better for its matchless situation. 




BOOTHS ON THE HOUSETOPS AT BANIAS 



Everywhere by the pathway were the traces of former grandeur : 
fragments of sculpture, broken columns, the native huts them- 
selves being in part constructed out of the masonry of antiquity. 
The villas and palaces of Herod have been the quarry of sixty 
generations, and what remains above ground is probably not a 
tithe of that which lies buried in the earth. One novelty of the 
present is the booths erected upon the housetops by the sleepy, 
stupid inhabitants out of twigs and leaves. Into these they 
creep and sleep during the summer season to escape the scor- 
pions, centipedes, and other vermin. The dwellings are of the 
pattern which prevails in northern Syria, consisting of an inclo- 
sure within rude walls, with no windows and a single portal, 
having flat roofs formed of alternate layers of brushwood and 
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clay upon an underlayer of poplar poles, and rolled hard by a 
broken column picked from the debris of an ancient ruin, and 
which remains upon the roof for use at every rainfall. Neither 
space nor theme permits me to speak of the many relics of 
ancient glory to be seen at Banias : the citadel, the sacred oak 
of Bashan — a trophy, perhaps, of Ashtoreth worship — the towers 
and bastions of the splendid ruin of the castle of Subeibeh. As 




RUINS OF CITADEL AT BANIAS 



to situation and extent, the celebrated castle of Heidelberg is 
much its inferior. It crowns a spur of Hermon a thousand feet 
above the springs of the Jordan, and is, according to Murray, 
"the most perfect and imposing specimen of the military archi- 
tecture of the Phoenicians, or, possibly, of the Syro-Grecians, 
extant." This is what remains of the monuments of the Herods 
to the honor of the Caesars, of "Baal-gad in the valley of Leba- 
non under Hermon." 

But the one thing that lights up this region with more than 
earthly glory, like the sun's rays piercing through the mist, is 
the fact that somewhere in the neighborhood of Banias — "the 
parts of Caesarea Philippi" — was made the first clear confession of 
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GROTTO AND NICHES CUT IN THE ROCK AT BANIAS 

His messiahship. Here where men were worshiping, side by side, 
the forces of nature and the incarnation of political power, He 
declared Himself the founder of the everlasting kingdom of 
God. Surrounded by His little band of fugitives, how unequal 
seemed the contest ! But while temples to Syrian, Greek, and 
Roman deities are crumbling on Grecian headlands and Roman 
hills, new spiritual conquests are fulfilling the prediction : 
" Jesus shall reign where'er the sun 
Does his successive journeys run." 

Here, too, on one of the shoulders of Hermon (much better 
that no one can say exactly which), amid celestial splendor, 
44 he was transfigured" before his three disciples. Since the 
monkish legend which placed it on Tabor has been abandoned, 
all the world believes that it was among these solitudes that 
the voice was heard from heaven attesting the truth of Peter's 
confession, "This is my beloved Son : hear him " — a truth meant 
for the world, and not for a single spot. 
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BRIDGE OVER THE HASBANY 

The Hasbany, the westernmost source of the Jordan, is born 
high in the snows of Hermon beyond Hasbeya, which gives its 
name to this mountain torrent. It is a fickle stream, subject in 
its highest reaches to the caprices of the weather. In the dry 
season its water-worn track is full of huge white stones ; in the 
rainy season it becomes a powerful stream of surface water. 
Farther down, however, it receives tributaries, and, gathering 
volume, tumbles, foams, and hisses in its downward course. 
At several points it is spanned by bridges, that of El Ghujar 
being sixty-five paces long and four paces broad, and having 
three unsymmetrical arches. Thence it roars onward through a 
wild glen, passing on its southern ledge the site of ancient 
Hazor, according to De Saulcy and McGregor. Soon it disap- 
pears in the Huleh marsh and joins the stream from Banias at 
Tell Sheik Yusuf. To this point the Banias has fallen one thou- 
sand feet in the distance of twelve miles, after a most devious 
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course. The two rivers, each about seventy feet wide and eight 
feet deep, form by their union a stream one hundred feet 
broad, the banks from twelve to twenty feet high. This is the 
real beginning of the Jordan river; the Leddan from Dan, 
having broken its channel, is absorbed by marshland and does 
not join in the union, unless in canalettes ; but this no one 
knows. Beyond the marsh, the Jordan follows its tortuous and 
mysterious way to the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea. 



